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Introduction
In recent years, large-scale land acquisitions (often called land grabbing by their critics) have become a significant worldwide phenomenon. The main destination regions of the land investments are developing countries in the Global South, especially Sub-Saharan Africa, but also in Latin America and South East Asia (Merlet & Jamart, 2009; Rulli et al., 2013) . According to estimates based on the Land Matrix Database, these land acquisitions (concluded and intended contracts) amount to 55 million (Land Matrix Dataset, 12.12.2014) hectares of purchased or leased land all over the world between 2000 and 2011, with numbers still growing (Anseeuw et al., 2012) . Standard theory on foreign direct investments (FDI) would suggest that land investments ought to have positive effects on the target countries because the inflow of FDI will help to overcome any lack of real capital which would otherwise lead to an under-utilization of agricultural land. This in turn is also expected to foster economic growth and thereby improve people's quality of living. Indeed, reports by the World Bank (e.g., Deininger et al., 2011) find such positive effects arising from investments in farmland. Yet, other reports point to the opposite direction (e.g., Cotula, 2013) . That is, instead of having welfare-enhancing and pacifying effects, these very land deals may contribute to economic stagnation (or even economic slump), economic degradation and internal conflicts, such as those being recently observed in Madagascar, Tanzania and the Senegal. In sum, given the scope of the phenomenon of large-scale land acquisitions and their potentially large (positive and/or negative) socio-economic repercussions in the target countries, it is necessary to have a better understanding of the drivers of this rather-recent development.
Previous research has shed some lights on the factors that govern the demand of countries and corporations for land in foreign countries. In many instances, such investments seem to be resource-seeking, meaning that they involve "investing in a host country market in order to achieve cost-minimization motives by obtaining resources either too costly to obtain or unavailable in the homemarket" (Brouthers et al., 2008: 673) . 1 That is, the goal of many transnational commercial land deals is to produce and export food and biofuel crops to the investors' home countries on a large scale (Borras & Franco, 2012) and to gain access to water (Rulli et al., 2013) and other raw materials (e.g., minerals, woods). Often, the ultimate goal of large-scale land deals is thus to secure food safety (that may be endangered due to population growth or dietary changes) or supply with energy or raw materials important to industrial production (e.g., Shepard & Anuradha, 2009) . Given these motivations for land acquisitions on parts of foreign investors, it is not suprising that Arezki et al. (forthcoming) show that foreign land acquisition for large-scale agricultural investment are strongly determined by agro-ecological potential in the target countries of land deals (e.g., in terms of land availability and productivity).
There is less (empirical) research on the role of institutional factors in the target countries of land deals. Some studies come to the conclusion that land grabbing activities originate from weakly protected land titles emerging from weak institutional frameworks (Borras et al., 2011; Cotula et al, 2009; Deininger et al., 2011; Mehlum et al., 2006 , discuss a related problem, the "resource curse"). For instance, Arezki et al. (forthcoming) find that weak land governance (e.g., associated with the recognition and protection of land property rights) leads to more land deals. A recent Oxfam report on land deals (Oxfam, 2013: 4) comes to the conclusion that "investors actively target countries with weak governance in order to maximise profits and minimise red tape. Weak governance might enable this because it helps investors to sidestep costly and time-consuming rules and regulations […]". That is, while the evidence is sparse, it generally suggests that institutional weaknesses invite large-scale land acquisitions. In this contribution, we shall consequently study another factor that contributes to institutional weakness, corruption, and its role in land deals.
To better understand the role of corruption in land deals, we can study the much more extensive literature on the relationship between corruption, FDI and economic development (for a review, see Aidt, 2009) . Here, the relationship between corruption and FDI is a priori unclear. On the one hand, it may introduce inefficiencies which discourage FDI and ultimately reduce economic activity (Aidt, 2009 ). On the other hand, corruption can also be argued to stimulate FDI, meaning that "corruption facilitates beneficial trades that would otherwise not have taken place. In doing so, it promotes efficiency by allowing individuals in the private sector to correct pre-existing government failures of various sorts" (Aidt, 2009: 273) .
Given the nature and institutional setting of large-scale land acquisitions, we expect corruption to rather "grease the wheels" of land commerce rather than "sanding the wheels". Land deals involve power asymmetries between different parties involved in these deals. Borras & Franco (2012) argue that these deals are typically initiated through, on the one hand, international investors (multinational companies, sovereign wealth fund, state-owned enterprises) and, on the other hand, destination countries' central or local governments. Another group typically left out (which also rarely demands land deals in the first place) is the local population which often claims-usually to no avail-customary land use rights. Since these rights are "only" customary, governments and investors tend to ignore them while instead referring to formal land rights (which might even be implemented for sales purposes only). This is especially true in institutionally weak countries where property rights are neither honored nor well protected and where governments are often represented by corrupt elites consisting of, inter alia, local politicians and land lords.
Arguably, in these countries corruption may enable land deals in the first place or at least facilitate them to a great extent. In corruption-friendly countries authorities on the central (and, partly, on the local) level are assumed to act opportunistically, i.e., to the best of their own (economic) advantage. For instance, selling off land which has so far been used by the local population or even nomadic people might leave the affected groups in despair, but yield the (urban) elites gratifications from the investors (Kenney-Lazar, 2012; Lavers, 2012) . These benefits might also come in the form of improvements in urban (or, rather, the capital city's) infrastructure, while likely producing little positive effects for rural areas where most land deals can be expected to take place. Even more likely, these land deals may produce negative effects for rural areas (e.g., environmental damage, economic losses). From the (international) investor's perspective, approaching corrupt government officials appears advantageous as well because bribing them might facilitate the acquisitions and help to realize a price level (and other attractive conditions) that could not be realized if markets worked efficiently. Hence, we hypothesize that more corrupt governments facilitate land grabbing activities. That is, empirically we expect to see (comparatively) high levels of corruption to coincide with (comparatively) high levels of land acquisitions.
In the next section, we introduce our methodology and data. Section 3 provides our empirical results. Section 4 concludes.
Data and Methodology
In total, we collect panel data on land deals, corruption and the other control variables for a maximum of 156 countries for the period of 2000 to 2011.
Dependent Variables and Methods
Data on land deals is drawn from the Land Matrix Dataset (Land Matrix Global Observatory, 2014) . This dataset is produced by a global, independent land monitoring initiative. For a land deal (i.e., an intended, concluded or failed attempt to acquire land through purchase, lease or concession) to be recorded by the dataset, the deal must (i) entail a transfer of rights to use, control or ownership of land through sale, lease or concession; (ii) have been initiated since the year 2000; (iii) cover an area of 200 hectares or more; and (iv) imply the potential conversion of land from smallholder production, local community use or important ecosystem service provision to commercial use (Land Matrix Global Observatory, 2014) . Here, land deals may be made for agricultural production, timber extraction, carbon trading, industry, renewable energy production, conservation, and tourism in low-and middle-income countries. In our study, we concentrate on concluded (by oral agreement or signed contract) rather than intended or failed land acquisitions, as this category is the most reliable one.
From the Land Matrix Dataset we construct two dependent variables. The first dependent variable is the total size of land deal contracts (in hectares) for a specific country-year observation. As shown in Table 1 , the variance of this variable is larger than its mean (overdispersion). What is more, the variable is a (non-negative) count. Thus, when we consider this dependent variable we use a negative binomial maximum-likelihood estimation model to examine the effect of corruption on land deal size. 2
The creators of the Land Matrix Dataset acknowledge that their dataset may not have been fully reliable in the past, mostly because land deals (especially in less developed economies) tend to be non-transparent. Besides, they also emphasize the circumstance of significantly underestimating the scale of land deals, due to the fact of limited research, which has been undertaken so far. With the most recent update of the data set, data quality has improved substantially 3 Given that the Land Matrix Dataset draws information on land deals (in addition to information from NGOs and academic reports) from official government records, company websites, and media reports, the over-or under-reporting of land deals may nevertheless still be an issue. Thus, we also construct a second dichotomous variable that is coded 1 if any land deal is reported to take place for a specific country-year observation and 0 otherwise. While this variable does not reflect contract size but only the mere occurrence of land deals, it may still be helpful to also consider it as it is less likely to be affected by any reporting bias. Given the dichotomous nature of this second dependent variable, we use a (binary) logit regression model to estimate the effect of corruption on the occurrence of land deals.
- Table 1 here-
Measuring Corruption
Our main hypothesis is that more corrupt countries are expected to be likelier targets of land deals. To operationalize corruption, we use a corruption control index drawn from the World Governance Indicators of the World Bank. 4 The index measures the perception of corruption within a country, e.g., with respect to transparency, accountability and corruption in the public sector, irregular payments to public officials (e.g., politicians, judges), and the existence of anti-corruption and transparency programs. A higher value of the index corresponds to a higher level of corruption control. Consistent with our main hypothesis, we expect a negative relationship between corruption control and "land grabbing".
Given that anecdotal evidence suggests that too high levels of corruption may make the institutional environment so unpleasant that even hardboiled investors shy away from investing in those countries, we also account for non-linearity in the nexus between corruption and land deals. For instance, it may be possible that high levels of corruption coincide with very high corruption costs and investment insecurity for potential land investors, which could then outweigh any benefits from corruption for land acquisitions associated with lower levels of corruption. Thus, we also test for a non-linear (quadratic) effect of corruption on land deals in one model specification.
Control Variables
To add to the robustness of our findings, we also replace the corruption control index in some specifications for variables measuring regulatory quality and the rule of law. 5 The operationalization of these variables is given in Table 1 . Similar to corruption control, we also expect land deals to become less likely with increasing levels of regulatory quality and a better rule of law, given that such improvements can also be anticipated to reduce the power asymmetries between different parties involved in land deals, especially with respect to the local (rural and poor) population.
We further control for additional economic, demographic, geographic and politicoinstitutional factors to avoid detecting only spurious effects of corruption on land deals. The discussed above. Additionally, to ensure up-to-dateness of their data in future, a new updating process was implemented. For our analysis we consider the Land Matrix Dataset provided in December 2014. 4 See http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home. 5 The correlation between corruption control and regulatory quality (r=0.87) and corruption control and the rule of law (r=0.94) is very high. To avoid multicollinearity, we therefore only consider these variables in separate model specifications.
variables, their data sources and operationalization are presented in Table 1 . Here, we expect land deals to become more likely with a higher level of globalization (indicating a higher economic openness that facilitates FDI), more available fertile land and higher agricultural productivity (both of which ought to make especially agricultural land deals more likely), macroeconomic health (where economic growth ought to signal an attractive investment climate), and political instability (which is expected to increase the risk for FDI). By contrast, land deals ought to become less probable with higher levels of economic development (which accounts for the stylized facts that land deals mainly concern the Global South), population density and institutional improvements beside corruption control, such as better democratic institutions (which make it less likely that parts of the population are ignored when land deals are considered). Finally, we include year and regional dummies to control for time-and regionspecific fixed-effects.
Empirical Results

Main Findings
The negative binomial regression results are reported in Table 2 . Considering our main variable of interest, we consistently-and in line with our main hypothesis-find that higher levels of corruption control are associated with a smaller size of land deals. We, however, find no evidence of a non-linear relationship between corruption and "land grabbing". Replacing corruption control with variables for regulatory quality (i.e., property rights protection) and the rule of law yields similar findings. In sum, better legal-economic institutions are associated with a smaller size of land deal contracts.
- Table 2 here-
The logit regression results are shown in Table 3 . Similar to the findings reported above, we find that corruption tends to be negatively and statistically significantly correlated with the likelihood of land deals materializing. The same is true for the rule of law but not for regulatory quality. Taken together with the negative binomial regression results, our results strongly suggest that the level of corruption is a very strong and consistent predictor of land acquisition activity. 6 - Table 3 here-Briefly discussing the controls for both the negative binomial and logit regressions, our findings are largely in line with our expectations. First, land deals are more likely when economies are economically integrated. Globalization is expected to coincide with better access to local markets, which in turn may also promote foreign investments in land deals. Second, incentives for agricultural investment matter, where productivity (in terms of cereal yield) is always found to be more important than the mere availability of arable land. Third, land deals are less likely in rich countries. This is likely to reflect the facts that land deals mainly concern the Global South. Fourth, population density is negatively related to land deals. Higher population density may coincide with greater resource scarcity (making large land deals less likely). Fifth, land deals become larger and more likely when a country's economic performance is good. This may have to do with the fact that macroeconomic health attracts domestic and foreign investment, which also ought to matter to the attractiveness of investment in land. Finally, considering the additional institutional variables, we find that democratic institutions tend to make land deals less likely. Potentially, governments that have to cater to local demands due to democratic controls are less likely to agree to (large) land deals. By contrast, we find-somewhat surprisingly-little evidence that political stability promotes land deals. 7 In any event, it seems to be the case that corruption control plays an important role in determining the occurrence and extent of land deals even after we control for a host of other potential determinants.
Economic Substantiveness of the Effects of Corruption Control
In the previous subsection we have shown that corruption control leads to a significantly smaller size of land deals (negative binomial regression results) and to a lower likelihood of any land deals materializing (binary logit regression results). In this subsection we shall also briefly discuss the economic substantiveness (in addition to statistical significance studied in the previous subsection) of these findings.
- Table 4 here-Using specifications (1) in Table 2 and (3) in Table 4 , respectively, for the estimations we report how the expected count (i.e., size) of land deals (negative binomial regression) and the expected odds of observing a land deal (binary logit regression), respectively, change when the corruption index increases by one unit or standard deviation, while all other variables are held constant. In short, the economic substantiveness of the effect of corruption control on land deals is very substantial. First, a one unit-change (i.e., increase) in corruption control leads to a reduction of the expected count of land deals by 99 per cent. Second, a one unit-increase in corruption control is also associated with a 64 per cent reduction of the expected odds of observing a land deal.
In Figures 1 (negative binomial regression) and 2 (binary logit regression), we show the marginal effects of specific values of corruption control on the size and likelihood of land deals, respectively, holding all other time-variant covariates at their means (the time and regional dummies are held at zero). Table 4 . First, we find that higher levels of corruption control are indeed associated with fewer and less likely land deals; the relationship between the two variables is negative and rather linear. Second, we show that higher levels of corruption control lead to "diminishing returns" with respect to their estimated effect on the size and likelihood of large-scale land acquisitions. The role of corruption control in land deals tends to be more relevant to corruption-friendly countries. In general, the (very large) economically substantial effects reported in Table 4 are thus very likely to be driven by circumstances in corruption-friendly countries.
- Figure 2 here- 
Conclusion
In this contribution we analyze the role of corruption (and other institutional quality variables) in "land grabbing", a recent phenomenon which mainly affects less developed economies. Our findings for 156 countries for the 2000-2011 period suggests that corruption is consistently associated with an increased likelihood and size of land deals. The estimated effects are also economically substantive. Finally, we are able to show that improvements in corruption control mainly benefit (in terms of fewer land deals) countries that have been more corrupt in the first place. Further improvements in corruption control in countries that already enjoy strong institutions seem to only rather marginally discourage land deals.
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